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CHAPTER 8

Electoral Systems and the Art of
Constitutional Engineering:
An Inventory of the Main Findings

Bernard N. Grofman and Andrew Reynolds

I Introduction

Electoral system choice, especially the distinction between proportional
representation systems (PR) and plurality or majority forms of electoral
rules, is widely regarded by political scientists as one of the three fun-
damental institutional decisions made by a democratic polity (the two
other key elements of choice being presidentialism vs. parliamentarism,
and unitary vs. federalized government).! Choice of electoral systems
and other electorally related decisions (e.g., about number of districts,
timing of elections, basis for apportioning seats, the nature of the redis-
tricting process, etc.)? can be directly linked to a variety of other aspects
of the political system such as the number of parties; the degree to which
minor parties or minority points of view come to be represented; the
degree of descriptive representation by gender, race, religion, and so
forth; bias in the way in which some parties have their vote shares trans-
lated into set shares relative to other parties with the same vote share;

! See e.g., Lijphart (1984). However, elsewhere it has been argued (Grofmarn, 1996c) that
there are several other elements of constitutional choice (in particular, (4) the basis of
citizenship (e.g., citizenship by blood vs. citizenship by mutual choice) and (5) whether
or not the constitution proclaims that citizens possess positive rights (e.g., the right to an
education or to health care) and not merely protections for rights such as free speech)
that are at least as important for the politics of a nation.

2 The Introduction to Grofman and Lijphart (1986) identifies nearly two dozen aspects of
electoral system choice, including rules for candidate eligibility, types of restrictions on
the nature of campaigning, campaign finance rules, and procedures for ensuring the
honesty of the ballot count. Despite the potential importance of fine tuning such as the
actual mechanisms and standards for drawing distinct boundaries (see e.g., various essays
in Grofman et al, 1982; Cain, 1985; Mair, [1986}/1994; Grofman, 1990; Courtney,
MacKinnon, and Smith, 1992; Butler and Cain, 1992; Grofman, 1998) our principal
focus here is on the basic aggregation rules for translating votes into seats (see e.g.,
Taagepera and Shugart, 1989).
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the likelihood of single-party governments; cabinet durability; incentives
for localistic or parochialistic attitudes on the part of legislators; elec-
toral responsiveness of the legislature to changes in voter preferences;
conflicts between president and legislature; and so on. In sum, electoral
systems matter.

Electoral systems are currently a hot topic in political science, with
the “third wave” of democratization having produced a large number of
new (or “renewed”) democracies.” Electoral and other results from these
new democracies provide a fertile avenue for new research, especially
since the number of electoral system variants available for study has
increased at the same time as there has been the increase in the number
of practicing democracies from which data can be obtained.* Because
of the availability of data from more than one country using the same
(or nearly the same) electoral system as well as data permitting district-
level within-nation comparisons, and because of the relatively easy avail-
ability of longitudinal data sets for the long-term democracies for at least
the fifty-year post-WWII period,’ electoral systems research lends itself
naturally to genuinely comparative research following the tn¢ principle
(comparisons across types of (electoral) systems, across nations or other
political sub-units, and across fime).®

Electoral systems generate quantitative data (e.g., about party vote
shares and seat shares) that is readily amenable to quantitative analysis.

¥ Much of the best work on electoral systems appears in the journal Electoral Studies,
which came into being a little over a decade ago.
* The best sources for an inventory of electoral system use around the world are Reynolds
and Reilly (1997) and Cox (1997). Because the major variations in electoral systems are
relatively well known and have been fully described elsewhere (e.g., Rae, 1971; Reeve
and Ware, 1992; Taagepera and Shugart, 1989; Reynolds and Reilly, 1997; Cox, 1997,
Farrell, 1997), given space constraints we will not attempt to review those basic defini-
tions here, but will assume that readers are familiar with the distinctions among, say, plu-
rality, list PR, STV (the single transferable vote), limited voting systems such as SNTV
(the single non-transferable vote), cumulative voting, the German double-ballot added-
member system (which imposes overall proportionality), and other double-ballot mixed
systems (e.g,, that in Japan or Russia) whose separate PR and SMD components are not
linked in any way.
Hard copy versions of detailed election results for established democracies are available
in sources such as Mackie and Rose (1991 et seq.), with current election results reported
in journals such as Electoral Studies and an annual special issue of the European Journal
of Political Research. Increasingly, data for a majority of democratic polities is available
on-line, In particular, the Lijphart Archives, directed by Gary Cox at University of Cal-
ifornia, San Diego, http://dodgson.ucsd.edu/lij/ now offers election data at the district
level (as well as at the national level) from elections around the world.
The notion that comparative research can be phrased in terms of the tmr principle
is due to A. Wuffle (cited in Grofman, 1999a), but the idea is certainly not original to
him. Indeed, Wuffle (personal communication, April 1, 1992) recalls having heard
this same general idea being advocated by David Easton nearly thirty years ago (cf.
Przeworski and Teune, 1970).
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With only some exceptions most of the obvious dependent variables to
study (e.g., number of parties, disproportionality of votes to seats results)
lend themselves to unambiguous operationalization.” Electoral systems
analysis also lends itself to modeling because we may reason in an intu-
itive way about how certain structural properties of electoral systems
(e.g., electoral system type, district magnitude, etc.) will impact other
variables of interest (e.g., the number of parties who gain seats in the
legislature).® Furthermore, in the electoral arena it does not seem espe-
cially problematic, even to the most hide-bound of political scientists, to
try to develop models with a rational choice component to them. Politi-
cal actors are likely to be attentive (at least in an intuitive way) to the
same institutional features of electoral systems that the analyst is seeking
to model insofar as those features can impact their electoral chances or
political careers.

While as a matter of political reality electoral systems are hard to
change, they are more open to change than most other key institutional
practices, especially since, in many countries, electoral systems choice
is not constitutionally embedded, but allows for change by legislative
action.” Thus, of the three “fundamental” political choices identified by

7 Of course, there are a number of far from trivial issues of operationalization even about
matters that would seem to be obvious, like how many parties there are. What about
parties that are essentially regional wings of one party (e.g., the CDU and the CSU in
Germany) but that, nonetheless have distinct names even though they never contest one
another and always are in (or out of) governing coalitions as a unit? Should we look at
only those parties that gain seats? Should we use some (arbitrary) threshold to exclude
“minor” parties from our analyses? To deal with the counting issue, Laakso and
Taagepera (1979) propose that we take into account party vote or seats shares in terms
of what they call the “effective” number of electoral and the “effective” number of leg-
islative parties. Their answer (which is a variant of the Hirschman-Herfindah! index famil-
ar to economists) has been widely accepted by political scientists. Similarly, there are at
least two main contenders for a measure of disproportionality of electoral results, One
is the coefficient of deviation, most closely associated with the names of Loosemore and
Hanby (1971), which had become the standard measure in the literature. The other is
Gallagher’s more recently proposed (1991) least-squares measure, which has already
begun to win converts - beginning with Arend Lijphart. But these are essentially tech-
nical questions which need not concern us here. We should note, however, that in general
we will use the Laakso-Taagepera effective number of parties, which equals one over the
sum of the party vote shares, whenever we talk about the “number” of parties.
Moreover, certain electoral constraints (e.g., on the maximum number of parties that can
gain representation, a constraint set by the size of the assembly) allow us to appeal to
basic statistical principles (e.g., about the properties of bounded distributions) to derive
testable inferences.

We don’t know exactly how many countries have electoral rules that are constitutionally
embedded and thus especially resistant to change, but it is a minority of countries. Even
countries that reference the electoral rules in their constitution rarely do so in a very
detailed way. For example, South Africa’s Constitution simply talks about the use of a
proportional method of election (Reynolds, 1996). The U.S. Constitution does not specify
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128 Bernard N. Grofman and Andrew Reynolds

Lijphart (1984), electoral system choice appears to be the easiest to
change. Therefore, to the extent that we can identify clear probable con-
sequences of electoral system choice, it may be possible to implement
desired changes.

In looking to choice of electoral system, the three-fold distinction
between proportional, semi-proportional, and majoritarian/plurality
systems is standard in the literature on electoral systems (e.g., Grofman,
1975; Taagepera and Shugart, 1989). Here we argue that it must be re-
thought.

First, we must distinguish between how electoral systems operate in
principle to achieve proportionality and how systems operate in practice,
The first is based on theoretically derived properties of electoral system
like the threshold of representation and the threshold of exclusion
(Lijphart, 1986), thresholds that tell us the minimum expected vote share
needed to gain a seat and the maximum expected vote share which is
still not large enough to guarantee at least one seat, respectively. The
second is based on what, in reality, those thresholds are. In general, small
parties often achieve representation with considerably fewer votes than
would seem to be required by the threshold of representation, and the
“effective” threshold of exclusion is usually a lot lower than its theoret-
ical value (Rein Taagepera, work in progress). Moreover, in judging the
expected proportionality of any electoral system we must also take into
account complications such as national thresholds that exclude parties
that fail to receive a certain proportion of the total vote,

Our second challenge to the usual classification of electoral systems in
terms of their expected proportionality is quite different, and even more
fundamental. Elsewhere (Grofman, 1996b; Bowler and Grofman, 1997;
Grofman, 1999b) we have argued that, while proportionality is important
(e.g, in affecting system legitimacy and the number of political
parties), it is not necessarily the most important feature of an electoral
system (see also Carey and Shugart, 1995). If we focus on other consider-
ations that we have previously talked about, for example, the extent to
which an electoral system provides options to voters to choose among can-
didates as well as among parties (which affects strength of party systems)
or the differences in electoral systems in terms of the incentives for local-

the election method for members of Congress other than to say it will be by popular
vote, Even the details of the clectoral college method for electing the president are actu-
ally a lot more open than is commonly thought. In particular, even though, at present,
all states implement the rule that the candidate who wins a plurality of the state’s popular
vote wins all of the state’s electoral college votes, in fact states are free to choose any
methad they like to select presidential electors. Rein Taagepera (personal communica-
tion, February 1997) has noted that in long-term democracies that have had recent
changes of ¢lectoral system (France in the 1980, twice; New Zealand, 1993; Japan, 1996;
Italy, 1993) constitutional change was not required.



Electoral Systems 129

ism or particularism, then we end up with quite different ways to view the
question of which electoral systems are most alike,

For example, in the usual classification STV (single transferable vote)
and list PR are on one end of the continuum (most proportional), while
bloc vote plurality is at the other end (least proportional) and a system
like SNTV (single non-transferable vote) is in the middle. However, if
we classily systems according to the degree to which they are likely to
strong and disciplined political parties, then, ceteris paribus, list PR is at
one end, but now STV may look a lot more like SNTV than it does list
PR, because both STV and SNTV allow for intra-party competition
when a party nominates more candidates within a constituency than its
voting strength in the electorate will permit success to, and this normally
gives rise to party factionalism. Moreover, under closed list PR, the party
apparatus has control over candidate placement (and thus likelihood
of electoral success) which gives the party a lot of clout in disciplining
errant legislators by holding over them the threat of denying them
renomination (or at least placing them so low on the list that their
chances of victory are much reduced). Similarly, if we classify systems
according to the degree to which they foster localistically oriented
representatives, then STV may look a lot more like SNTV or even a
single-member district (SMD) than it does list PR, since the success of
a candidate depends entirely on having enough personal support among s
voters in the local constituency ~ which sensitizes the candidate to local '
concerns. In these systems, running on the stronger party label may help,
but it is not the whole story, and it is the local preferences among can-
didates that are decisive,

1 Classic Propositions of the Electoral Systems Literature

Until quite recently, the literature on the political consequences of elec- 0
toral laws emphasized three effects:™ first and foremost, the way in which "
electoral systems impact on the proportionality of the translation of "
party shares of the vote into party seat shares in the (national) legisla-
ture; second, the impact of election rules on the number of parties; 1
and third, the stability of political regimes, especially as measured by the !
longevity of governing cabinets. Key propositions with respect to each 0
domain may be summarized (in what we might think of as “classic comic t
book,” i.e., oversimplified form) as follows: H

First, PR systems are more proportional in their translation of votes o
into seats than plurality/majority systems, and the most important single s
variable affecting degree of proportionality in PR and semi-PR systems !
is what has been called district magnitude, generally denoted M, the n

10 See e.g., Rae (1971), Grofman (1975), Lijphart and Grofman (1984), Grofman and
Lijphart (1986), Taagepera (1986), Taagepera and Shugart (1989), and Lijphart (1994),






